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House of Burgess: 'Middle age' 
tells lie 


All any of us is promised is this moment 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


As I write this, my Uncle Bill is in a hospital somewhere in northern 


Michigan. I am told these are the last hours of his life. 


A few days ago, he suffered a massive stroke. I am told there is no hope of 
recovery. My family now waits for what has become the inevitable news. My 
brother has already started booking flights from his home in California. Talk 


of the funeral has begun. 


I am trying to push my emotions away for the moment. It’s all I can do to 
concentrate on the logistics before me. I have to finish this column. I have 
to finish my shift at work tonight. I have to drive home. I have to pack a bag 
before I go to sleep. I have to wake up early tomorrow morning and have 
the oil in my car changed before the impending 1,000-mile-round-trip drive. 


Once I’m surrounded by my family, I will attempt to feel again. 


Until then, I’m purposefully attempting to force myself into numbness. I 


hope I can hold out. I'm not sure if I can. 


Ever since I was hired for my first full-time job as a journalist at the 
Reporter-Times in Martinsville 10 years ago, editing the obituaries has been 
a constant feature of every newsroom job since. Five days a week for years, 
I have had thousands of opportunities to contemplate the stories of 


complete strangers. 


You could say it has made me think about death more than the average 
person probably does, but I would argue it has made me think more about 


life. 


Because of this, one common phrase in particular has rung increasingly 
false to me: middle age. The life expectancy of the average American today 
is just under 80 years old. If you assume that you'll live exactly to this age, 


then I suppose the phrase “middle age” might work for you. 


I can no longer square this circle. It's just not true. I’ve read hundreds and 
hundreds of obituaries of people younger than I am. I am positive many of 
them died thinking they had years and years ahead of them. I’m 33 years 
old right now. If I died tomorrow, my actual middle age would have begun 
when I was 16 or so. The truth is, none of us will know what the actual 


center of our lifespan was until it’s all over. And then, it’s too late. 


The phrase “middle age” tells you a lie. It rubs your shoulders and whispers, 


“You’ve got plenty of time left.” 


Don’t believe a word. It’s a false comfort. All any of us is promised is this 


moment, nothing else. 


When I think of all the lessons my uncle taught me, they all relate back to 
this fact. Iam the master of existing in my own mind. My default 
predisposition is one of future tripping — of being so enamored by the 
prospect of the worst possible outcome that I become paralyzed into 


inaction. 


My uncle was the first to tell me to relax this muscle, to take in the present. 
Through his words and example, he taught me to work hard right now for 
what you want. Don’t wait. Get out of your head. Take action. Enjoy the 


moment. Remove your foot from the brake. 


Live. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune city editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


